OBSCURITY IN POETRY

Who says that fiction only and false hair
Become a verse ? Is there in truth no beauty ?
Is all good structure in a winding stair ?
May no lines pass, except they do their duty
Not to a true, but painted chair ?

Is it no verse, except enchanted groves
And sudden arbours shadow coarse-spun lines ?
Must purling streams refresh a lover's loves ?
Must all be veiled, while he that reads divines,
Catching the sense at two removes ?

GEORGE  HERBERT.

Across three centuries George Herbert's questions
address themselves (how pertinently !) to us.

Obscurity in poetry is by no means always to be
avoided. Shakespeare, for example, is one of the most
difficult of authors. He often writes obscurely, for the
good reason that he often has subtle and uncommon
thoughts to put into words. So have some of the poets
writing obscurely at the present time. Most, however,
have not. Their thoughts and the way they see the
world, are commonplace ; only their syntax is extra-
ordinary. Almost all the contents of the * advanced *
reviews are just ' Mary had a little lamb ' translated
into Hebrew and written in cipher. Re-Englished and
decoded, they astonish the reader by their silliness.
Catching the sense at two removes, or ten, he is
annoyed to find that it is either nonsense or platitude.
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